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The Doctor was in the TARDIS’ conservatory, lying on 
a bed of Orbisian nest fungus near one of the tidal 
pools, head propped up with one arm. Hea was 
watching the tiny flits of blue and black that were the 
Quilluci dancing lights flies as they darted through 
the air, pollinating the flowers of the Venusian 
trumpet vine climbing a dormant tree a few feet away, 
while above, in the higher canopy, a Terran boat- 
tailed grackle whistled and rattled to show off its 
territory. 


All around the Doctor were various shades of every 
color imaginable, each species in the conservatory 
competing and synchronizing to form an adaptive 
ecosystem. 


The circadian rhythm of this section was winding 
down, so the light was starting to dim into an artificial 
twilight. Already, a few of the more go-getting night- 


calling life forms were starting to begin their chorus 
of hoots, chirps, croaks, and buzzes, either trying to 
attract mates, marking their territories, telling their 
friends the events of the day, luring in prey or 
pollinators, or sometimes all of the above all at the 
Same time. 


The Doctor had finally changed out of the clothes hea 
had regenerated into, but hadn’t chosen a new outfit 
yet. Instead, hea’d found simple pajamas and sandals, 
since Donna’s family was spending the night in the 
TARDIS due to their house being destroyed, and the 
TARDIS being more comfortable, and exciting, than a 
hotel, and less intimidating than a stay in one of 
UNIT’s guest centers. 


Plus, the TARDIS had refused to take off until Donna 
Came in to catch up with her. She had missed her so 
much. The Doctor had left the two of them to talk in 
the control room while hea showed Sylvia, Rose, and 
Shaun to the rooms they’d be staying in, then gave 
them a basic tour of the more casual areas of the 
TARDIS, safe for them to visit with only the TARDIS’ 
Supervision. 


Lying there surrounded by singing nature, it was so 
strange to think that hea and Donna had spent more 
time apart than they’d known eachother in the first 
place. Nineteen years it’d been since hea’d last seen 
her on her wedding day, right before hea’d 
regenerated out of this face the first time. And now 
this face, this body, was back, but hea wasn’t the 
same. And neither was she. 


She’d spent all the winnings from the lottery ticket 
hea’d left her. Gave it all to the poor, the hurt, the 
oppressed. Left just enough for her to buy her family 
a house, and then spent the rest on paying for her 
daughter’s gender-affirming transition so she 
wouldn’t be forced to wait even longer to be allowed 
to be happy. 


Hea really should have known Donna wouldn’t keep it 
all. If she had, she wouldn’t be the same Donna Noble 
he’d come to care about so deeply, and hea wouldn’t 
care for her nearly as much as hea did. 


It was peaceful here, and this was the first time since 
this new regeneration that the Doctor had been able 


to stop and rest. Hea was different this time too. This 
body was older, like it had felt the time that had 
passed. 


Hea was tired. There’d been a lot of running, and a lot 
of emotions, and that was a lot to take in immediately 
following a traumatic regeneration. Not that hea 
could even remember what a benign regeneration felt 
like at this point...Which just compounded the 
exhaustion. Thinking about what had led up to this 
regeneration hurt ler hearts. 


Hea laid down more fully on the bed of soft, 
cushioned mushrooms, fully intending to fall asleep 
right there in the conservatory, hoping to wake up to 
happier thoughts. It was the perfect temperature, it 
was peaceful, the sounds of the wildlife were 
soothing. And the nest-fungi below ler were releasing 
the still achingly familiar scent of Orbis, trying to lull 
ler into sleep, promising dreams of the ocean... 


“Are you awake?” Donna’s voice was pitched softly, 
but still managed to cut straight through the Doctor’s 


drifting thoughts like a knife, bringing ler back to the 
present moment so abruptly it was shocking. 


Hea opened ler eyes and looked up at ler friend, 
Saying, as though hea hadn’t been about to fall 
asleep, “Yup, I’m awake.” then, “I was going to take a 
nap, though.” Something about this new brain 
compelled the Doctor to be more honest about ler 
feelings that hea had been the last time hea had 
looked like this. It was kind of nice. 


But hea wasn’t about to turn Donna away just for the 
sake of sleepiness. “Come on, get in here.” 


Hea scooted backward, propped ler chin up on one 
hand again, and patted the mat of fungus in front of 
ler invitingly, sending up a cloud of sweet-smelling 
spores. Donna, slower than she would have done the 
last time they’d done this, laid down on the mat 
across from ler, both in matching poses, chins 
propped up on one arm, a comfortable distance 
between them for conversation. 


There were a few moments where they simply looked 
at eachother, enjoying the sounds of the nature 
around them, learning the changes in the other’s old, 
new face. 


The Doctor was so happy she was oKay. That the 
metacrisis had been resolved without her death. But 
hea couldn’t help but feel the hurt that was festering 
somewhere around ler hearts from what she’d said 
just two hours ago, and all the things that went along 
with it. It was shockingly upsetting, and hea couldn’t 
seem to shake it. 


Maybe it was the recent regeneration, and everything 
that had come with it, maybe it was the scent of Orbis 
clinging to ler clothes, maybe hea really was tired...or 
maybe it was just that ler friend had hurt ler without 
realizing how deep it would cut. 


Donna’s expression changed as she watched the 
Doctor, growing more concerned with every heart 
beat. “Doctor, what’s wrong?” She finally asked 
gently. 


Once upon a time, the first time hea had had this face, 
the Doctor would have brushed the question off, 
avoided answering, avoided facing ler feelings, 
avoided admitting them. But that was then, so many 
years ago, and this was now, after so many things had 
changed. 


Hea said, keeping ler tone soft to match hers, “What 
you and Rose said before. You said --” Hea closed ler 
eyes for a moment, trying to remember the exact 
wording. “You said, ‘It’s a shame you’re not a woman 
anymore, she would’ve understood’, and ‘something a 
male-presenting Time Lord will never understand’.” 
Hea opened ler eyes again to gaze across at ler 
friend. “That, well, that really hurt me, Donna. 
Deeply.” The fact that hea could just say, out loud, 
how much it had hurt, was still astounding. It helped, 
Saying it out loud. 


Donna’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open slightly 
in clear shock. “But I - you --” she said uncertainly, 
clearly lost and upset. “But I don’t understand? Which 
part hurt you? I didn’t mean to hurt you, I...I was just 
trying to make a joke...” 


“T know you didn’t mean for it to hurt.” Hea said 
gently, “But it did. And I’m not...” It was getting 
harder to speak, but hea pushed on. “I’m not ‘male- 
presenting’,” Just the taste of the words was wrong. 
“And I really wish you wouldn’t call me that. It—” Ler 


voice broke a little. “--it really hurts.” 


“I’m sorry—” Donna said, confused, regretful, “But I 
thought...you...I mean...but aren’t you male? This 
body? Isn’t it male? And the way you...” She trailed 
off, tongue tied, eyes begging for an explanation. 


The Doctor knew what she was trying to ask. Of 
course hea knew what she meant. That was the whole 
problem. 


Hea sat up, and the sweet smell of Orbis’ southern 
sea perfumed the air. 


“This is my body.” Hea said, gesturing with ler freed 
hands at ler body, clothed as it was in a simple 
pearlescent nightgown. “Its DNA is randomly 
assembled when I regenerate. There is no part of this 
body that I chose for myself, or that I have any control 


over.” Hea lifted a hand to ler head, and tugged on a 
lock of short brown hair with a hand that was 
noticeably shaking. “I can’t grow this out. It stays this 
same length until I regenerate again. It would take 
hours upon hours to even dye it a little, and it’d 
probably fade within the day.” Hea gestured at ler 
chest, which was as flat as a board. “I didn’t choose 
this shape, this face, these hands.” Hea held them up 
for her to see. “I didn’t choose this.” Ler hands were 
both shaking now, so hea lowered them. But all of the 
rest of ler was trembling with emotion as hea 
continued, “I’ve never been able to choose.” 


Hea was almost crying as hea said it, overwhelmed 
suddenly. It was like this regeneration had brought 
out all ler pent up emotions, dammed up for hundreds 
of years, now finally given an opportunity to break 
free. If only... 


Donna had sat up to match the Doctor, and reached 
out to take ler hands in her own. Her hands were 
warm and conforming as she held lers. “Oh, I’m so 
sorry,” she said with heartfelt regret, “I never 
realized! Do you, I mean, do you want me to use 


She/her pronouns for you?” There was a little bit of 
desperation in her voice. 


The Doctor wanted to drop ler head into ler hands, 
but Donna was still holding them, and hea didn’t want 
to pull away from the comfort she provided. She still 
didn’t get it. So many of them didn’t understand. 


Hea shook ler head, suddenly unable to speak past 
the lump in ler throat. It took a few painful moments 
of trying and failing to finally get out the words, 
“Donna, I’m not a woman just because I’m not a man. 
I’m non-binary. I am not presenting myself as male or 
female, other people decides that for themselves 
based on what my current regeneration looks like, 
without ever asking me what J identify as. I don’t use 
She/her or he/him pronouns, or they/them, either. I—” 
And hea couldn’t speak again, struck still by hundreds 
of years of endless pain hea’d had to quietly endure. 


Donna stared at ler, concerned, upset, still holding ler 
hands, massaging them soothingly. A thought 
flickered across her face, and she leaned forward, 
Squeezing the Doctor’s hands as though in apology. 


“Doctor, I’m sorry, I should have just asked instead of 
assuming it was one or the other. My pronouns are 
She/her, same as before, just so we’re both clear. 
What pronouns would you like me to use for you?” 
She spoke the last words like they were a well- 
rehearsed script, and with a trans daughter, maybe 
they were. 


There was a long, painful pause while the Doctor 
considered the pros and cons of being honest. On the 
one hand, it had been so long since hea’d had anyone 
who knew and used ler real pronouns. On the other 
hand, Donna seemed to only know about she/her or 
he/him pronouns, and maybe they/them. 


How would she react to hearing pronouns that 
weren’t yet well-established in early-21st century 
British English? 


Well...there was only one way to find out. 


“Hea/ler”. Hea said, and cracked a teary, self-mocking 
smile in spite of lerself. “Can you tell I’m running ona 
theme?” The relief of just saying the words out loud 


almost managed to overwhelm the anxiety. It was silly. 
It was beyond silly. Hea was over a thousand years 
old. Hea shouldn’t, and normally didn’t care what 
people thought, but this was something so personal, 
and this was Donna, one of the best friends hea had 
ever had. 


She gave a little laugh at ler joke once it registered, 
then pulled one hand away to hold it up as though for 
a pause. “Okay, healer. Hea/ler...” she let out a breath, 
and waved her free hand to gesture in a roundabout 
way. “So if your pronouns are hea/ler, that means 
instead of he like a man, I’d say hea, which sounds 
the same, but like a doctor. And instead of him or her 
I’d say ler? Have I got that right? What about the rest 
of it? Like his or hers?” 


“They’re used the same sort of way as she/her, 
actually.” The Doctor said, starting to regain some 
composure now that she seemed to be accepting. This 
was the easy part, in comparison. “You’ve got ler as 
in, ‘that’s ler over there’, but you also use ler for the 
possessive - ‘that’s ler TARDIS’.” 


Hea paused for a beat to see if she was following, and 
she nodded for ler to continue, so hea did. “And then 
like how you'd say ‘the TARDIS is hers’, you say ‘the 
TARDIS is lers’. I’d love tell you the grammatical 
terms for all this, but my brain can’t seem to 
remember that part right now.” Hea waved a hand 
around ler head for emphasis. It still felt weird having 
these hands back. Especially that one. Oh, almost 
forgetting -- “And then when you'd say ‘herself’, you 
just say ‘lerself’.” 


Donna abruptly stood, startling the Doctor. Or at 
least, she tried to abruptly stand, but had to slow 
down with a wince, and struggled to get her knees to 
unbend fully. When she’d sucessfully stood up, she 
stepped backward and look down at the confused 
Doctor. 


She squinted, then waved her hands as she spoke, as 
though illustrating her words. “So, alright, let me try 
this, and you tell me if I’ve got it right -- “This is my 
friend the Doctor, hea’s an alien, and hea’s not from 
Mars, hea’s from Gallifrey, which is so far away I 
forget the numbers. The Doctor is a...a...uhh, okay if I 


wanted to say like, ‘man’ or ‘woman’, what do you 
want me to use? Would just person be okay?” She 
looked at ler for guidance. 


The Doctor pushed lerself to ler feet, and hopped over 
the rest of the fungi mat to join her. “If gender 
matters,” hea said, shoving ler hands in the pockets of 
the night gown and rocking forward and backward on 
ler heels, “Then you can say ‘non-binary person’, or 
‘othran’ if you want. It’s a term that starts getting 
used around this time in English. Oh! Or enby! Enby’s 
always fun. You get it? Enby, N-B, short for non- 
binary, isn’t that fantastic?” Euphoria was buzzing 
through ler veins, just like little bees. Hea hardly felt 
tired at all now. “If gender isn’t relevant, then, yeah, 
person’s fine. Or Time Lord, if it’s a medical setting.” 


“Alright,” Donna smiled back, “So my friend the 
Doctor is an enby who flies around in the TARDIS, 
who, by the way,” She raised her voice a little louder 
to address the TARDIS, “Is looking absolutely 
stunning, if may I say so myself!” 


The TARDIS, in response, sent a pleased thrum 
through the floor, and made the Venusian trumpet 
vine glow with streaks of yellow and blue to show her 
appreciation. 


“She says same to you.” The Doctor translated with a 


smile. 


Donna came over and put her arm through the 
Doctor’s, leaning against ler side and resting her 
head on ler shoulder, still smiling. The Doctor leaned 
ler head on hers in return. 


“Alright, which ones did I not do yet?” Donna asked, 
quieter now, “I got hea -- and, actually, I think I only 
did hea? I can’t think of any example sentences right 
when I need them! Rose even gave me a whole 
notebook full of them so I’d practice and remember 
her new pronouns, and now I can’t remember any of 
them!” 


The Doctor laughed. Hea couldn’t help it. “How about 
if I make some for you?” Hea suggested, then took on 
a playful tone. “My friend the Doctor is the luckiest 


enby in the universe, because hea gets to have me as 
ler friend, and I am one of the best friends ever to 
exist, and no one could possibly be luckier than to be 
my friend. How’s about that?” 


Donna was by this point blushing and grinning, trying 
to shake her head. “That’s not even using your 
pronouns!” She said, then held up one hand to cover 
ler mouth, “Shh, shh, shush! My turn!” 


And, in an accent clearly attempting to mimick the 
Doctor’s she said, “My friend Donna is actually the 
luckiest woman alive, because she gets to have an 
amazing othran like the Doctor as a friend!” She 
threw her free hand out in front of her for dramatic 
affect. “Hea’s amazing, and brave, and kind, and 
selfish, and was the first person I ever met besides my 
granddad who treated me with respect.” 


She seemed to be confusing who she was supposed to 
be speaking for now, but the Doctor was not going to 
interrupt, there was so much raw emotion suddenly in 
her voice. 


“Hea helped me gain the self-confidance my mother 
spent my whole life tearing down and ripping to 
shreds, and I am so grateful I got to meet ler, not just 
once, not just twice, but three times. I don’t know 
what sort of person I’d have been if I’d never met the 
Doctor, but I know I would never have been as happy 


yy 


Her voice caught, and it was a few moments before 
she could continue, clearing her throat heavily. 


“T spent years not being able to remember ler. Hea 
erased my memories, even though I didn’t want ler to. 
Hea erased my memories to save my life, but they 
never really went away. A part of me was still missing, 
and it hurt so much...” 


There was a vice around the Doctor’s hearts, 
Squeezing tighter with every word she said. 


“Every time I’d close my eyes, I opened them 
expecting to see someone, even though I could never 
figure out who. I would dream of other worlds, 
horrible or beautiful or empty or peaceful. And I’d 


always wake up, not knowing what I dreampt of, only 
that I’d dreampt. Not knowing who I was missing, but 
knowing I was missing someone. I felt like I was 
losing my mind. Sometimes I’d hallucinate, see or 
hear things that weren’t there, that no one else heard 
or Saw. 


“T lost my best friend in the whole world, and didn’t 
even get to remember what I’d lost. Because hea took 
it from me, even though I begged ler not to.” Her 
voice was breaking, and the Doctor knew without 
having to look that she was crying. Ler own eyes were 
burning with the threat of tears. 


And Donna kept on talking, baring her soul to the 
person who'd hurt her so badly. “Hea sent me back to 
my abusive mother, without any memory of what it 
was like to be away from her, to be free and happy 
and feel like my life was worth something more than 
her disappointment.” 


She threw her other arm around the Doctor suddenly 
and pulled ler into a hug, burying her head in ler 


Shoulder as she began to cry, deep, gut-wrenching 
sobs of sorrow and pain and anger. 


The Doctor couldn’t hold back ler tears anymore even 
if hea’d wanted to, and this regeneration seemed to 
have no desire to subdue its emotions. Hea was 
sobbing right along with her as they held eachother in 
an embrace that had waited so many years of sorrow 
to come. 


“T’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Hea said over and over again 
into her hair, “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t let you die. I 
couldn’t watch you die, I couldn’t let it be my fault. 
I’m so sorry I was so selfish. If I’d just been - been 
braver, we could have had time to fix it. But I was a 
coward, I was selfish. I’m so sorry I hurt you like that, 
and for nothing.” The pain was heartbreaking. “All 
we'd needed was just a little more time.” And worse 
so because all of it had been for nothing. Hea’d lost 
ler best friend, and caused her a world of misery, for 
nothing. All hea’d needed to do was listen to her. But 
hea’d been selfish, and terrified of losing her. And so 
hea’d hurt her, just to spare ler own feelings. 


Hea hadn’t thought about what it would mean for her, 
back then, having to go back to her abusive mum, 
hadn’t considered how deeply the scars of the abuse 
ran. 


Hea’d known Sylvia didn’t treat her with respect, 
hea’d known Donna’s self esteem was at rock bottom, 
and for a reason. Hea’d known that suddenly waking 
up and losing more than a year’s worth of time would 
be shocking and traumatic. 


But hea hadn’t wanted to think about those parts. 
Hea had just given her the lottery ticket and told 
lerself that it was for the best, that she was happy, 
that this was the best that could be done for her. 


Donna mumbled into ler shoulder, “Don’t you ever do 
that again, space-enby...” She trailed off. “Space- 
othran.” A pause. “Martian.” said so tiredly. 


“I’m not from Mars.” Hea rejoined automatically, 
laughing a little through ler tears, feeling the same 
wave of weakness that had clearly taken over her. 


Hea was back to feeling just as tired as hea had been 
before Donna had woken ler up. 


At that moment, she somehow managed to pull the 
Doctor even tighter into the hug, then released ler, 
her face blotchy and red with crying. She punched ler 
lightly on the shoulder and said, mock-angry, “I know 
you're not.” 


Her eyes and shoulders were drooping, and the 
Doctor didn’t need the TARDIS’ helpful scan to know 
that she was exhausted. So many things had 
happened to her today that just on their own would 
have been enough stress for a week. It was a wonder 
she was still on her feet. It was a wonder any of them 
were. The Doctor could sense through the TARDIS’ 
scan that Shaun, Rose, and Sylvia were still taking a 
tour of the library. 


“Come on,” The Doctor said gently, taking Donna by 
the arm to lead her out of the conservatory, “Let’s get 
you to your room—” 


But Donna pulled away, shaking her head. “Huh-uh, 
no way. I’m sleeping right here.” She pointed to the 
Orbisian nest-fungus. “Do you know how long I’ve 
waited to sleep on this heavenly plant again? I 
dreampt about it so many times that I can only 
remember now. I literally slept in my dreams. And it 
was the second most peaceful sleep I ever had.” 


“Ah.” That was where the Doctor had planned to 
Sleep. “I’ll...just go somewhere else then.” Hea wasn’t 
going to make Donna go and find another bed of 
fungus, hea was the one who knew where they all 
were now, not her. Hea started to walk off, only for 
Donna to grab ler sleeve, keeping ler in place. 


“Space-othran...” She suddenly seemed nervous. “I 
actually wanted to sleep here with you, if that’s okay.” 
Her eyes searched lers. “I know it sounds silly, but I’m 


afraid if I go to sleep you'll disappear.” 


The Doctor opened ler mouth, surprised, closed it, 
then opened it again. “But...1 mean...” Hea scratched 
the back of ler head, befuddled. “Won’t your husband 


have a problem with that? I may not be a man, but 
you're still married, and...” 


To ler surprise, Donna cut ler off by laughed outright, 
loudly, complete with putting her hand on her belly 
and throwing back her head, like hea’d said the most 
hilarious joke ever to be told. 


“What?” Hea demanded, completely bewildered. 


“Oh, no, wait, you, you don’t know, do you?” She 
laughed breathlessly, and shook her head wildly. 
“Doctor, my beloved husband, Shaun Temple, is the 
most cuddliest person you have ever seen. I literally 
have to get my own bed when we have friends stay 
over because they literally all sleep piled on top of 
eachother like cats and hog all the blankets. 


“Not only will he have no problem with us sleeping 
together, he’ll be sad if we don’t invite him. So, to 
formally ask your permission, my best friend the 
Doctor, would you consent to sleeping with me, and 
my husband, and probably my daughter too, because 
She inherited the cuddle-bug from her father, on this 


amazingly soft, dream-scented plant from another 
planet? I do have to warn you that you will probably 
wake up with an arm numb because Rose latches onto 
you like a koala bear and getting her to let go isa 
chore and a half. You probably don’t have to worry 
about sharing with my mum, she likes her own space. 
Please?” 


She even pulled out the puppy dog eyes. 


And how could hea possibly say no to that? 


The last time hea’d had this face, hea would have 
grumbled about it, at least tried to joke about not 
wanting to. But a lot had changed since then. 
Including ler. 


So hea asked the TARDIS to let the rest of Donna’s 
family know where they were, and to send blankets 
their way, and, smiling as hea stepped forward to take 
her hand, hea said, “I would Jove to, Donna Noble.” 


